THE AGE OF MERCANTILISM
the inclination they lacked the capital. The substantial
tenants alone possessed the resources for an advanced system
of cultivation. Arthur Young depicted them in the most
favourable light. 'All kinds of husbandry improvements are
executed with spirit by these men. They drain all their wet
lands, keep their fences in admirable repair, plough and
harrow their lands thoroughly, and above all are rich enough
at any time to purchase a sufficient stock of cattle.' In addi-
tion the large farm afforded greater opportunity for some
division of labour, whereas on a small holding one man
performed ten different operations in the day and acquired
special skill in none.
The disappearance of the yeomanry and the substitution
of large-scale production conducted on a capitalist basis
were two of the outstanding features which changed the
aspect of English rural society in the eighteenth century. A
third feature was the growth of an agricultural proletariat,
that is, a class of landless labourers entirely dependent on
their wages. This class in respect of its size is peculiar to
England: in no other country is the mass of the country
folk so completely divorced from the ownership of the
soil. In earlier centuries there were probably few farm
workers who did not have a plot of land of their own or at
least rights over the commons which served to supplement
their meagre earnings. Moreover the thrifty person was
placed in a position to work his way up in life and to extend
the size of his allotment. In short the labourer was not a
landless labourer and the village contained an agricultural
ladder. The chief accusation brought by contemporaries
against the agrarian revolution was the damage inflicted
upon the poor by the eviction of cottagers and squatters
from the commons.
No rural movement has attracted greater attention or
excited more controversy than the enclosure of the commons.
None has left behind it so permanent a legacy of bitterness,
for to the present day the memory still survives of the
commons which were 'stolen from the people.9 From a legal
136